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Abstract
These poems take place in a compromised world. People who have lost their visions 
of life find themselves on the other side of the crisis, and suddenly the goal is no longer 
simply to live, but to live authentically. The narrative voice that emerges through this 
collection is one that struggles to face reality without self-deception, and without 
comfortable simplifications. The poems themselves are embodiments of faith, because a 
sincere search for truth implies a belief that whatever the world is, it's worth knowing.
Most of these poems are lyrics, struggling to convey one feeling or set of feelings. 
Other revelations necessary to the narrative and emotional arc of the collection require 
different forms. A section poem addresses fragmentation; a villanelle embodies obsessive 
thinking; and prose pieces allow a linking of moments and reasons not possible in other 
forms, but necessary to the investigation of the material.
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Baby Girls
This Is One of the Ways We Must Know That They Loved Us
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Section 1
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Boat Ride to Lake Ponchartrain
You need to know this life, 
but because I love you,
I set you down sofdy 
at childhood’s gentlest hour.
Dark morning in a wooden house 
on state highway 22,
the kitchen radio already sending 
quiet country 
into bright yellow light, 
thick smell of biscuits, 
ready,
your face against Mama’s thighs, 
soft apron cotton thin, 
wet where she dried her hands, 
dusted with flour.
Eat your biscuits with butter.
Today you go crabbing with Daddy, 
a second set of hands on the boat,
and in the early getting ready, 
fried eggs with thick yolk, 
coffee pouring into the thermos.
You don’t have to be awake 
for the truck ride out.
The sky is sleeping too.
Grey light doesn’t fall 
until close to Lee’s Landing, 
along the dirt road to the docks.
The engine cuts off and makes a silence 
not broken
until the shock of boat-motor 
under grainy dawn.
The sound once started 
is a thing to lean into.
As you move forward with the water, 
the shore is falling back,
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and further down the sound 
warns sleeping gators, Seek river.
And Daddy says,
They’re down at the bottom there, waiting.
Watch for their noses
when they come up to breathe.
Daddy says snakes drop out of the trees 
when little girls don’t pay attention.
Morning collects and drops 
from Spanish moss 
which everybody knows 
has chiggers.
The river is long and winding, 
but you will make it all the way.
When you get there it will be Lake Ponchartrain, 
which is salt
because it’s part of the ocean,
Daddy says,
It’s got sharks.
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4Getting to Breakfast
We broke down again in Canada, and stayed longer than we wanted to in a pay-by- 
the-week trailer on a plot of land with unfamiliar trees. The trailer was actually cleaner and 
better built than the ones we’d lived in, but empty the way hotel rooms are, and crowded 
with all seven of us -  a three generation, two trailer family, back in Louisiana, where we’d 
come from. The pines back home had long needles, in groups of three, which you could 
braid, but we’d left those behind, hundreds, maybe thousands of miles ago. The trees here 
were shorter and strange, with separate little needles that crumbled, each apart from the 
others, when you picked up a fallen branch.
Tensions were high. Everything was taking longer than we’d thought. There’d 
already been several breakdowns. This one was fairly serious, and we were getting closer and 
closer to out of money, without getting closer at all to the end of our trip. It was starting to 
look like it might end right here, and the image of my parents taking jobs in this town filled 
me with a powerful, and familiar sense of desolation, like watching the local news in a 
strange place, which we did now every night, to see how much of the Alcan we might still be 
able to beat the snow to.
Driving through a town always makes it clear to me how little the place matters. I 
know people must build in exemptions for towns where they’ve lived, or towns where 
they’re going, but driving through, with all our earthly possessions, the makeshift nature of 
the whole thing was too apparent. No part of me is from here. No part of here is meant for 
me, and the last thing I wanted to do is end up having to go to school with a bunch of kids 
who don’t know me or where I was from, and who had no idea their hometown is nothing 
to people who only meant to pass through.
There was fighting. We’d lost a van, due to something gone seriously wrong with the 
parts that held the wheels on, so there were more people and things in each of the remaining 
cars than we had planned on. In the station wagon there was also a dog, my dog, who had 
been shut in the car by himself in Idaho while we stopped for several hours to visit the 
father and grandmother of my sister’s little girl, though nobody told her, the niece, who 
these people were. The old woman was nice to us all, gave us a good meal and let me borrow 
her copy of Black Beauty, which I had been reading in the basement while they oohed and 
aahed over curly haired, long lost, six year old progeny.
This visit took a while, though, and my dog got anxious, maybe had to go to the 
bathroom, and clawed at the front driver’s side door until he got down to solid metal. I 
found the shredded upholstery when I went out to walk him, and Mom said I was the one 
who had to tell my father, who had already threatened the dog’s life more than once, and 
really meant it. "When my father’s face went past red to white, and the growing threat of 
violence suddenly folded in on itself, into something far colder and more dangerous, I gave 
thanks anyway. I was filled with a shock of relief, though I knew that I and the dog would 
both be in serious jeopardy if either of us failed to be on his or her very best behavior for 
the next 2000 miles. We were willing to pay whatever price.
Well, 500 miles into that 2000, here we were very near stranded in Canada for good, 
and all the adults in unbelievably foul moods. Our second or third full day there, Mom 
slammed my head in the car door. Not my hand, my head, and she somehow didn’t notice, 
or pretended she didn’t, and started yelling at me for ctying. My father and oldest sister came
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5out in time to hear her and ask what happened. They sent me inside to lie down for a nap, 
and when I woke up I had a black eye, and a bad bump on the head, but it was like everyone 
had taken a deep breath while Fd been sleeping.
That evening, we all went into town and bought a week’s supply of groceries, 
including raspberry jam, which Fd never tasted, but loved as soon as I tried it. Raspberries 
were Mama’s favorite, and they don’t have those in Louisiana. Even the dog got to try some.
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Hurricane Season
All eyes watch the Gulf, 
and turn east, for signs 
from Florida.
Here we catch the edge. The kitchen 
radio issues watches or warnings. The kids 
ask again which means there is one, 
and when the sky turns, they run 
to get the yard ready, mostly 
to lock things in sheds.
Momma says that
(shoid, plywood, cormgtted aluninunj
go flying it take sotmone’s head q/f.
She tells the stories about pencils 
driven through phone poles 
by the right wind, 
not to mention
the time one picked up a whole lake 
and rained catfish down in the road.
Momma says that was in 
Florida,
where she’s from.
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7Layer Cake
When I was a child, I had this dream 
over and over.
My sister was angry, and a high-pitched, thin layer of sound 
came out of her mouth, which she 
opened wide and round, like a baby bird, 
like an opera singer,
and this layer of sound, pink or peach,
would spread over everything, like a huge pancake,
and there would suddenly be more -
my teacher with a thicker layer and a middle sound, 
always blue,
Uncle Frank in heavy baritone, at least a foot thick, 
rolled out red over the others,
and at the same time there were the high, thin voices of cousins and aunts, 
adding more and more layers, 
mounting in bright, clashing colors.
The sound rolled over things, 
knocked china dolls off their shelves, 
threatened to fill the room to the top,
And pressed me down.
In desperation I, too old to run to Mama, 
ran to Mama,
bundled it all up and dragged it to her, 
barely shoved it through the door of her room,
Mama, what do I do?




she opened her mouth and pushed out a sound so fast and hard, 
crystal blue, 
it pushed me and my bundle of pain 
right out the door.
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Knowledge of Good and Evil
In the vast, un-narrated past 
there were looming hands and threats, 
the prickly discomfort of grass 
crushed against skin, the creepy, shining 
path of a tongue, but none of it 
meant anything
until one day Mary started crying 
and called Mama in a voice so loud 
I heard it at the other end of the house, 
a sound I never knew 
we were allowed to use, and Mama 
went into the room.
It was the first ever closed-door talk 
in our open-door house, a place 
where Mama could hear the radio, 
even turned down to the lowest low 
next to my head on the pillow', 
she would know.
How did she watch us so close 
and miss so much? When Mary finally 
learned the name for that touch,
Mama turned a cold metal color
and went straight for Father. The shaking
wasn’t her. He shook enough for all of us
and choked on my sister’s stutter.
He went in there and shut the door, 
but whatever he did had less lasting power 
than the low, deliberate words of our mother, 
ifit happened at all, it wts her fault 
as tm thashis..
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Conditions for Failing 5th Grade
Having seen the way that uncle
puts his hand on your knee, 
fingertips on the inside, 
too much pressure,
close to understanding
your father’s quick looks, 
mother’s slow, steady anger,
being told what kind of girl 
knows these things, 
when you notice they watch 
to see if you’re listening,
after the first time
you’re trapped 
by a question, 
forget everything.
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Memory Is Gentle with Us
Even the sugar cane field, 
my companion these twenty years, 
has the grace of a faded newspaper photo. 
No one has to remember the story.
The gray floorboards of the empty house, 
the living smell of smoke and rain, 
the pale green too dead to mean spring, 
wait patiently for the quiet 
so we can have our moment alone.
I don’t ask about motives.
I don’t need to know any more about 
this moment in an abandoned house 
at the edge of a cane field, sharp with smoke. 
I leave it
beautiful and still as yellow air 
in the pause before it rains, 
breathless as something already falling, 
in the silence before it hits.
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As Soon as My Brother Fell off That Boat, I Felt a Whole Lot Better
When we got to Intensive Care, 
the waiting room was full of sailors.
My sister Diane had been married to a sailor
but he was weasely
and dosed her hamburger with LSD
and they weren’t happy,
so she came home
and got pregnant
by my dead cousin Jack,
who wasn’t dead yet.
It was eight months later
that David, the dying brother sailor
who couldn’t swim,
not dying or a sailor yet,
who may even, later, have learned to swim,
as he died not by drowning but smashing,
deliberately drowned my dead cousin Jack
in Lake Maurepas
the same morning Diane had decided to make up,
stop with all the drugs,
get divorced and marry him,
which she could do
because my parents bought her from migrant workers, 
so they weren’t cousins 
by blood.
As it happened, Diane kept up with the drugs,
and despite the fact
that she and the father
were both Richardsons, being cousins,
when the baby was bom, she gave him
her not-yet-ex-husband’s name, Ash
and the same middle name
as the dying brother, now a sailor,
having joined the Navy and gone away
right after killing my dead cousin Jack
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Section 2
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Learning to Kiss
If she runs, he’ll make it a chasing game, 
and he always wins. His legs 
are longer than she is, and it does no good 
to hide under things, he’ll crawl in 
and pull her out.
If she wipes it off he gives another, 
bigger and longer. Her mother 
comes to check on the noise, says 
that he can do this, 
and takes the girl by the wrist.
For a moment everything slips.
The world rides up like a dress 
to reveal the woman’s face 
and a hiss.
This time her hands stay at her sides,
and with the cooling slime
of his body from her nose to her chin,
the snail trail of suffocation,
she stands long after they’re gone,
still as if she were bom that way,
wet from her mother’s wound.
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Terrible People
I recently learned that Catholics consider despair a sin, which I find pretty 
interesting. It’s certainly a source of bad decisions. I’d say that about half the events of my 
adult life happened because I didn’t see how it mattered one way or the other.
I lived with one guy for four awful years, the worst of which was the first, when we 
shared an apartment that year with his ex-girlfriend. As it ultimately turned out, they were 
largely of one mind about the vety issue that had divided them -  they might call it modesty 
or decency. I call it a living half-death in the suppression of one’s sensual and emotional 
nature. Whatever.
They were together when I met him. I wasn’t exactly the reason they broke up. She 
was one of those girls who, more or less permanently, buiy their bodies in layers of fat and 
clothing. I wouldn’t say she was very overweight -  maybe an extra 20 or 30 pounds. I was 
skinny and in poor taste, known then for constant flirting and a complete and willful 
ignorance of decorum. He found that attractive, as teenage boys with motherly girlfriends 
do. He was the most intelligent person I found in my first year at the university, barring 
math prodigies, who don’t, in my opinion, count. I naturally assumed that we belonged 
together, but he had this girlfriend, even if she was deadly dull.
He and I had an extremely boring world history class together, in a huge auditorium. 
We sat in the back, ate lunch, charmed each other with snotty but clever comments, and 
discussed either his relationship or my misadventures.
One day he says he’s been at the library reading books about nudist colonies. “It’s 
perfectly reasonable,” he says, “but there’s no practical application. You’d just get arrested.”
At this point I sensibly shared my philosophy of revealing clothing, which has to do 
with forcing yourself and everyone else to accept your body. Easy for me to say, since I was 
skinny, and as far as I cared, the world could go fuck itself anyway. His girl, to be fair, was 
handicapped with things like family and life goals. He found my argument convincing.
He shows up to the next class wearing a bathrobe, and no sign of anything under it. 
“That’s the spirit,” I say. After we finish our bagel sandwiches, we get around to his 
girlfriend. Turns out she’s deeply offended by his recent research, and incredibly angry about 
his decision to go to school wearing only a thin green and black bathrobe. He’s also wearing 
some profoundly ugly black socks and tennis shoes, but I’m not in any position to criticize 
the fashion choices of others. I’m wearing a flannel (open), over a ratty tank top and jeans 
that are actually 95% cotton, 5% spandex. I wear a lot of spandex. This is one of the many 
things his girlfriend hates about me, so I ’m naturally pretty interested in their fighting about 
a related topic. They’re still fighting at the end of the week. On Monday he comes in fully 
dressed, in black.
“Where’s the bathrobe?” I say.
He says he’s “in mourning.”
“For the bathrobe?”
“No, for the relationship.”
“Your relationship with your girlfriend or your relationship with the bathrobe?”
It’s the girlfriend.
We were going out maybe a week later. Unfortunately, he lived with her (though now in a 
separate room), and I lived in a dorm, sharing a room, so we spent most of our time at his
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place. By the next semester I hadn’t been to my dorm room for weeks, so I moved my 
things and started paying rent at the apartment, rather than at the dorm. She seemed to 
mind, but she was also pretty immobile under the blankets in her room. Later she started 
screaming, which she did for several months. She demanded never to see any sign of our 
relationship, which he seemed to agree to. Our earliest fights were all about the way he 
ignored me in public (including the living room, or our room, if the door wasn’t shut), and 
criticized, in private, all the things I did that upset her. The list was extensive, and included 
pretty much everything he initially liked about me. I used to know a woman whose husband 
was a Baptist, so he forbade her to dance, despite the fact that whenever he talked about 
their courtship, he always said the thing he loved was the way she danced.
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Love Like Flint on Steel
And when first found
it was down in the bitter taste
at the place where skin split open,
and we had both begun to struggle free,
new edges like wet wings,
sharp against granite.
In this time of sizing up 
it was possible







not a bend or click,
but a balanced, right sound,
as of something well made
coming together,
then gone.
With your leaving there 
at the top of the sigh,
I weigh the world by my half life, 
forcing edges into strangers, 
and never rounding down.
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After the Affair
I dreamt that you came and kissed me. 
This made everything better 
and could never happen.
Instead, you’ll sit stiffly, 
close to the door.
You’ll refuse to touch me 
for the second time ever.
Your eyes will be green, 
which I have never seen before, 
and you will look right at me.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
Unfortunate Meeting at a Party
She had the dumpy look 
of a very young 
mother of three, 
hair the least remarkable 
shade of brown, 
puffed out, bangs.
Purple eye shadow,




off in thick deposits
on her fork, her glass,
gloss pink.
She didn’t know me.
In her orange-red sweatshirt 
and fussy women’s jeans, 
a mound of chest was the only attraction 
you might see, and this was enough.
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A Witness
I believe any woman
who can stand on a public sidewalk with a cigarette 
in her hand and say
I get out of my mind around that man, and I am 
not that way.
It’s a damn shame.
No love of mine has ever stood 
outside a fire escape and said,
Good God, fucking, damn it, 
that woman makes me crazy.
But I would have loved each one better 
if he had.
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Mid-winter
Two days before you went back
where you came from,
the air condensed and ripened.
Mid-winter melt water dripping 
from branch to snowy branch, 
snowdrifts filling like sponges,
wanting to slide
like blood out of a body,
while the world hung breathless and ready,
like a raspberry turning dusky
waiting for the brush of a hand.
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Surface
I think I know why you talk about leaving.
You haven’t seen this, but 
I can cure your blindness 
in one long evening.
I will take you on Chena Lake,
show you how the trees lean hard 
over undivided water.
Before you give up, 
you have to see
how they lift the earth to go down.
I can wait.
We will find one that made it 
if it takes all night.
I ’ll show you the slow earned pleasure 
of going under
something cool, silent and whole.
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Ripe
When I opened my eyes
the sun was well risen
and you lying heavy beside me
pink and naked,
your face creased with sleep,
hands curled like leaves
against your body,
the smell of your skin rising
in the day’s first heat.
As I reached for you 
through the tangle 
of morning,
I got caught by the light 
in my hair.
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Rust
Outside a tent in early November, 
beached against the remains of a fire,
I found
our best cast iron 
cast down
by the strength of apathy.
Weak as we were, bent down, 
we packed up
what should have stayed on the ground, 
where the dignity of real ruin 
would have eaten through.
Now we gracelessly carry the memory 
of sod and frost,
without the honest wounds of rust spots 
to mark our coming apart.
It wasn’t inevitable,
the smooth gray face of our decay.
We could have fought for a decent death. 
Crumbling and bloody, 
you and I
could have colored the earth.
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Still Sex
I disagree.
Bad sex is plenty bad
in a way that no film or wine
ever could be.
In one delicate moment, a false step 
makes everything run backward 
and crystallize
like a miscarriage,
like pornographic pictures of you
on the internet,
like that moment at the market when you were seven, 
following your mama’s skirt, you looked up 
to find a strange woman.
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Section 3
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Things Wear Down and Come Apart
1. The way every rock is slowly moving downhill, 
the way the last clue makes a pattern 
for every suspicion to fall into, 
like river ice cracking back to its base, 
these things make and unmake worlds.
2. Nothing is coming together. Right now 
is not a collection. In
a dispersion of moments, motives and persons, 
I spent all night with the wish to assemble, 
to uncover one thing blown apart, 
not strangers moving in.
3. Tuesday morning at the post office 
• everybody looks a little rough, 
even the fat and beautiful girl behind me.
It might just be the hard night, or the 
lingering sense that my dreams were worse 
than my life,
but I feel a greater than average kinship 
with the unwashed trainee behind the counter. 
No doubt. This is his new lease on life.
By the end of next week he will have failed, 
and I'm suspicious as any street person 
when they want me to sign for my mail.
4. It's good I didn't stop for coffee.
I don't remember if it would bring me back to the world,
but it's not worth the risk,
better that I slide down in a sleeping mind
to hope this wait will last forever,
and gentle tedium preserve my insulation.
5. A day like this, the sensible
precaution of clothing supports me. 
I’m wearing a person I chose 
in a better time.
Even the long years of absentee
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mother lose meaning
in a stiff and heavy work coat,
flannel lining like a womb.
6. I start to think it would all be different 
if I had been a tall woman.
I'm noticing the way she has long middle regions 
between parts.
Maybe I would have some substance too,
if I were less like a short stack
of requisites
and more like a woman
holding herself
together.
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Tea House at the End of Time
Heaven, if it’s worth anything, should bring back the places you’ve loved. There’s a 
kitchenwares shop, in Madison, 'Wisconsin, which would be high on my list. There’s a room 
upstairs, open only in the afternoon, where tea is served, in any degree of complexity desired, 
from a simple pot of the beverage, to tea and pastries, all the way up to the full meal. I was 
only there once, with my original mother. I was, in fact, doing the bad penny trick adopted 
children are prone to, but I’d been doing it for a couple of years, and the charm had 
thoroughly worn off for her. This is the last time I remember seeing her, in fact, and the tea 
room seemed like a wonderful treat, but in retrospect, we were probably there because we 
had already reached the point where she would not meet with me anywhere people might see 
us.
She had a concern about public image which seemed so preposterous to me that I 
didn’t notice it for a long time. It was actually years before I realized I was a secret, despite 
meetings like this, in the upper story of a building so obscure I have never been able to find 
it since. We sat by the window, and looked out at the building opposite. The meal was 
wonderful, and I couldn’t help being happy. We had tea, soup, sandwiches, a couple of little 
side dishes like piclded beets, and pastries.
I think she was happy too. She may have been as charmed by the place as I was. I 
think she rarely took herself out, except perhaps on dates. She had romantic difficulties, of 
the panicked woman over forty variety, and it was probably a relief to her to be able to enjoy 
the food, without worrying about charming someone. We mostly left each other alone, 
during this visit. We talked about the food -  how surprisingly good the asparagus soup was, 
which sandwich fillings were which, that kind of thing.
I was already treating her with the stand-offish manner I reserve for those women I 
think of as very heterosexual. The relevant quality has something to do with tension, and 
competition, and probably has nothing to do with sex, but I don’t have another name for it.
I talked about the shortcomings of my relationship, and this seemed to put her at ease. She 
was interested in my boyfriend’s disinterest in me, my difficulty attracting his attention. I 
knew I was being dishonest, emphasizing the wrong things, but it’s an aspect of my 
relationship with her that speaking with pride and satisfaction won’t do. I was, by this time, 
older than she was when I was bom. I had still not married, or had children, and I was in 
college. I was in the position she had spent her whole life after my birth trying to get back to, 
though my version of it left plenty for me to desire.
I’ve spent much of my life traveling, not in the exotic, exciting way that is associated 
with writers and artists, but in the transient, rootless way associated with migrant workers 
and people hiding out from the law. I’m neither of these, but the parents I grew up with 
were probably both. For me it is a vestigial lifestyle. Attempts to integrate into the non­
drifter world have been largely unsuccessful.
Just because it’s what I do, doesn’t mean it suits me. It’s a life mired in loss. When I 
go back to a place that was mine, everything has changed. The cafe where I waited tables 
every day after school in junior high is gone, replaced since I left by an orthodontist’s office. 
The comfortably dying small town is now a more than comfortable antiques Mecca, and fast 
becoming a suburb of New Orleans. All the once dying towns I lived in have turned around, 
prospered, since I left. I’m told the same is true of a farming town in Idaho where I lived in
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front of a com field, and crept out at night, gathering com we would diy to feed the 
chickens. She never asked about any of this. It wasn’t a conversation we could have.
We needed to be girlfriends. We needed that hour of plenty which allowed generosity - 
enough of each thing to share, nothing that there was only one of. Even though I was the 
rootless one, the transient, if it were not for the full pots of tea, the endless tiny sandwiches 
and biscuits, the women willing to bring us more, I would have had to answer for everything 
she had left behind, and everything I would carry with me, when she finally asked me to go.
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Father as Provider
My father has finally finished the house 
with a room for each of his daughters, 
a fish pond, fresh water 
by the garden, wood heat, 
chickens and goats.
My father is prepared 
for the collapse 
of the cash economy.
He bought a horse 
so that when it happens 
he can still go to the university, 
where he’ll continue to teach sociology.
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Madison, Wisconsin
The whole city comes to lie under a shadow, 
for the gulf she wouldn’t cross.
Tainted, the market in the square 
and all the streets that branch 
out from it, falling like hair falls 
over her shoulders, the way ice
creeps over a puddle, the way water rolls off an ice 
cube left standing, and traces a hollow shadow 
as the rivulet falls
to the next nearest thing and will branch
at an obstacle, fill and cross
any shallow impression. It’s the square
where we bought our greens each morning, the square
where she bought the lemon ice
and sat beneath the low oak branch,
always taking the half of the bench in shadow,
knowing I would not cross
her. Such a balance always falls.
And when it falls,
no house, no town square
can hold it. The coldness must cross
over and spread like the sharp finger of ice,
taking root first in shadow,
but soon it dares to branch
beyond its source, and this branch
steps even before the sun, falls
over the city with its own sharp shadow,
over what was soft, this square,
late morning and lemon ice,
the line of shadow I wanted to cross,
the streets running down, and the streets they cross.
It will branch 
out forever. This ice 
whispers that everything falls, 
and no small square
of yellow or green will drive away the shadow,
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or cross it, once it falls.
I realize this under a branch in the square 
eating lemon ice in a shadow.




through Black Hills, 
through River Canyons, 
through Reservations,
is not
safety left, is not
strange place, is not
the white light of a highway into the new.
The saddest thing to child traveling 
is road-cut hillside - 
half-hewn breast of earth, bleeding clay. 
Damage done before he knew himself, 
the incision necessary for his coming.
No way to enter the territory without violence, 
no way to come gently along an edge,
Only hope that when he arrives 
he will be enough.
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Early Memory
She’s in the kitchen, scrubbing. 
I’m on the kitchen floor 
trying to leam new words, 
and I keep forgetting.
What is it if I  didn’t mean it?
She tells me again: It’s an A cadent.
I can only remember 
the other one, Purpose, 
because it’s like purple, 
the top circle of the ring toy- 
it’s pretty,
but it’s the wrong one to say 
to Daddy.
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Doubter, don’t cone to list.
That Black walnut tree, the roots poison 
the ground under the garden, seep in. 
There’s no stopping it once it’s begun.
It will kill off prospects one by one, 
and you’ll watch your garden, future, thin. 
That black walnut tree, the roots poison,
the new man I met wants his own son, 
one small family, to belong to him. 
There’s no stopping it once it’s begun.
I could cut the last free, start again.
It was foolish to ever begin,
that black walnut tree, the roots poison.
I know she isn’t wanting this done, 
but a mother is still a woman, 
there’s no stopping once you’ve begun.
I must finally move on.
I’ve cut the tree she was a child in, 
that black walnut tree, the roots poison. 
There’s no stopping it once it’s begun.
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Gleaning
Before the frost 
comes in September, 
after the harvesting machines 
have been over
the cornfield behind our house, 
we go out
at night, with empty feed sacks, 
crouch low among battered 
grey-blonde stalks, 
move there like mice searching 
out what we can use,
well dried, and for nights after, it falls 
to me alone
in the shed behind the bam, 
to separate waste from com, 
and it’s there I begin 
to sift through the days, 
as I lean forward over a bucket, 
reaching for one ear after another, 
rubbing the crooked teeth loose 
with my thumb.
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Pieces
Even a small wound can be terrible, 
and though you’re nobody’s child 
anymore,
last Sunday’s accident hangs in my mind, 
your cut finger, 
thick oval of flesh 
barely held on.
You held it out to me, 
mad at yourself, 
face crumpled and ready to cry 
in the first sting of grief.
I played the mother, 
though I share your horror
that pieces can be lost, 
a red circle of you dropped 
in a snowy parking lot.
I see all my own loose pieces,
the right ovary with the cyst, 
the probably-harmless
lump in the breast, 
and I make you take off the bandage, 
show me
finger-pad stitched back on, 
tiny capillaries re-grown, 
life put back in, 
to make all the lost pieces fly fast and catch 
like breath.
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Section 4
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Sister in Whose Life I Have Been a Spectator
Only once, 
five years later, 
watching someone catch fire 
in a movie, did I have 
to turn away.
I had pictured it before, the bottle 
spilling on her clothes and her bed, 
probably before she fell asleep, 
clumsy, the soft brown hand 
(it would have been her right, 
but I picture the left), 
marked with layers 
of scars at the wrist, 
some stretching even 
to the insides of her elbows, 
all finally grown over.
I know how she would have held it.
I see the slow, fitful relaxing 
of curled fingers,
like someone nodding off at a sermon.
The ashes all fall
harmless, dead before
they hit the sheet, but
the tip of the cigarette is luminous,
brighter than ever, just before
it touches.
She would have been on fire 
when she woke up.
We only know 
she got to the door, 
but I know
she was fumbling with the locks 
when she fell
to the floor where they found her, 
only a little too late. She would live 
for two more days 
in a hospital, in bandages
soaking through faster than they could be changed, 
faster than the IV could fill her veins.
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Frogs
The world could not go on if everyone felt about frogs as I do. Eventually everyone would 
be stricken at once with awe and tenderness and terror. I am not prepared to live in this 
world, with so many frogs and so many things that could happen to them If there were not 
other people to distract me from this knowledge, if they all felt it too, I have no doubt that 
we would sit down and never get up.
There has to be a fundamental division of human nature which can be diagnosed 
from our feelings for frogs. From one side of which the fresh green skin, high bent knees 
and delicate toes with their clever rounded finger-pad ends strike love and a terror for the 
safety of this blinking, beating thing, so close there’s no way to be sure it’s not the heart, 
leapt from your chest.
And there’s no way to protect it. I learned this young, only after a series of disastrous 
experiments, which, Tuili^ ot Zone style, turned me into the greatest threat to frog well being. 
The frog would not like to sleep in my room, the frog cannot be kept safe in a box. Now 
there’s nothing to do but yearn to touch, stay back and watch with wonder and love, and 
horror at the growing knowledge that the world is full of frogs, none of which can be saved.
There’s a crushing weight of having endless power to destroy, and not an ounce of 
the lighter touch it would take to help. I won’t be surprised to leam that there are suicides by 
those who can’t stand the risk of frogs.
I had a sister unequivocally from this side of human nature. I don’t know that it was 
frogs that did her in. It might have been abandoned kittens, or a nest of hairless baby mice 
like the ones our father shook out of a slipper and crushed in the yard.
Our father is nothing like us. He happily told stories of frog surgeries he performed 
as a boy. The frogs weren’t even sick. My sister saw all sides of him, and may have 
understood some of the things that still escape me, but whatever she knew, she didn’t 
choose to live with. I knew him as a kind man who took me for drives and gave me sips of 
burning hot coffee, which he taught me how to make for him -  cream and no sugar, when I 
was still small enough it took all my concentration to pour from a full pot without spilling.
He never seemed to understand sadness. The year I turned eleven, my sister went 
silent. He went into her room, often. I had the child’s equivalent of a nervous breakdown 
without knowing why, but it had something to do with my sister’s delicate skin, and the long 
thin line of her frown. He treated this by finding the money to put me in private school, 
where I stopped crying. Fie drove me there every morning. Everyday we stopped and he 
bought me a jelly doughnut, which I ate on the way. Fie let me warm my cold hands around 
his coffee.
Much later, growing to understand more about my sister, in love and horror, I called 
on the child’s trick of sympathetic magic. I took the father in my mind and shrunk him 
down to a tiny figure in the palm of my hand. I meant to squeeze him into oblivion. I meant 
to walk away and never look back, but my hand wouldn’t close. No amount of force or 
reason could move the muscles of my fingers or rid me of the feeling I was holding the 
gentle thumping, the thin breathing skin of a frog.
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Amnion
If you want something inside you, 
bathe with it.
A lover underwater 




that couple down the beach 
with all their spermicide and hair gel 
are folded around your body.
Things dumped off someone else’s shore - 
runoff, waste,
millions of dead and dying fish 
seep into your every crevice.
No doubt there are places where the dead 
are still buried at sea, 
and chances are 
somebody, somewhere 
is nine months pregnant, in the water, 
pushing a baby into the whole world at once, 
and the whole world into the baby.
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Selection
He pulls them up from the salt-blue water 
in crab pots, all wire and intricate, 
a one-way opening where they enter, 
a single exit he works like a gate.
In the high, close sun he sorts them, looking 
for loose shells, signs of molt. To grow 
they must shed and harden again, risking 
briefly, their soft gray-blue bodies exposed.
For these he has built a small holding pond 
at the back of the shed where the other 
crabs wait in baskets by the pot 
where later their shells turn red in the fire.
He checks the special pond all night,
till they emerge, soft, still blue. These he must freeze live.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
Adopted Children Know They’ve Been Chosen
Mary was supposed to be learning disabled,
but it might have just been she was blind and brown-skinned,
and Daddy’s favorite
if you know what I mean.
She was pulled out of school too soon 
for anyone to find out.
And the mother, with the weight of his body lifted, 
took another daughter, a blonde-haired, blue eyed 
self in miniature
to be put away and saved, untouchable.
Their marriage fell on both of us 
like a heavy groping hand, 
but none of it was an accident.
They picked us out
like two sets of china for a new house, 
one for use, 
one for display.
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Mistakes Made Sleeping
I was stomping the children’s
names into the ground,
leaving tracks and messages for them to find
in deep drifts of squeaky, fat uncooked rice,
saying look where I was, then see where I went,
see if you can figure it out.
I left questions to keep them 
busy while I was gone.
Then I saw my old dead mother, 
bent low,
approaching from outside the fence, 
all wood and wire.
Running out,
I opened the gate to face her, 
determined to defend the children.
I realized too late that it was my father, 
coming from inside, out toward my mother.
He meant to join her 
through the gate I opened.
Struggling fast to push the hook back 
through its eye,
I used all the force of my voice to tell her 
Get you awryfirm here, 
to tell him, Don’t you dare, 
to press all the children hard 
against the inside walls of the silo 
where they’re stored like grain.
I don’t know if I made it - 
she was crouched low and sly, 
he was fast and determined, 
it’s hard to keep an eye on everything 
at once.
I won’t be surprised if I wake up tomorrow 
and find out he is gone.
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At the Movies
I don’t mean it hasn’t
come hard before
with moments like this one.
The past has picked me up 
from a Sunday matinee 
and put me down a small girl 
in a big chair,
legs stretched out in front of me,
my head halfway
up the back, pressed back, hard
into the fake leather,
and I gagged there in the theatre
as long as it lasted.
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Car
The gravel horizon thinned to a brief line,
a light like the end of the world rising,
making eyes in the night,
filtering up through the brush on each side,
opens like angel wings
to cover the trees,
show where the path,
where the body, must be.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
Going Home With My Father
There was a fruit stand right here




You teased me in Spanish you learned in the fields, 
and school-Spanish never saved me.
It was right here,
at this road or the next. Remember?
I met the fat man with the moustache, 
and we would order crawfish in advance, 
to be sure,
and he would say, “How many you be needin?” and you would say, 
“What you got to spare?”
Remember that time we bought two bushel-baskets 
and threw the party?
I didn’t know I had so many cousins, and everyone of them 
jumping on my bed, 
while you all
drank yellow beer out of bottles and 
spoke other languages entirely.
I remember because that was the night 
I found someone face-down on the ground, 
your size and your shape, 
with the same black hair; he fell 
off the front steps and lay there, 
bleeding onto our driveway, 
which was chalk-white paved with oyster shells 
and their purple moons,
I was so scared it was you,
but then as soon as I yelled, you were there behind me, saying 
Help me get him up, saying 
Run get the bandages from the truck, saying 
Busted his eye up,
but he be all right.
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Section 5
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Windfall
When her brother died in the spring, 
it was like a gift from someone long gone, 
and she was sorry to have to leave Idaho, 
to watch the official end.
The irrigation ditch
had flooded the front yard, up to the edge 
of the house where she’d planted a bed 
of tulips and tiger lilies.
She knew they could appear 
and bloom quite suddenly.
Though it was a rough lake, shin high
out by the ditch,
the side yard was starting to rise.
The black walnut had new leaves, 
and it was already possible 
to pull last year’s fruit 
up through the sediment.
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Clarissa
In the closing hours of the day, the space 
between afternoon and dinner, 
time when a woman or a writer 
might sit in her own wide room, 
look out over the wet street 
to the bruise-black clouds and trees 
trembling in the late light 
as it returns and holds each leaf,
she will continue the thread 
of her life. She has already begun 
to make beauty 
of the fresh purple blooming 
under her
needle-work of fine pink scars 
like vines and thorns.
Soon she’ll return to the kitchen 
where he sits in a straight-backed chair, 
leaning over his guitar 
in the quiet, fighting 
out a new song,
his back warmed by the low sun 
that creeps through the window 
and gilds him.
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Street Person Standing by a Gty Bus
In a straw cowboy hat with ostrich feathers
swaying like ferns underwater,
and one hand moving a cigarette
in and out of his mouth,
he comes to life
for each person passing by,
in a sort of dance, bent at the waist,
one hand raised toward the stranger’s face
with a gesture between waving and window
washing. He is systematic.
Still smoking with his right hand,
feathers swaying with his dance
and the wind, he gives the same movement
to everyone, and nobody seems to worry
about the left hand with its little circles
made to bless or curse or let the light through.
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On the Train North
I can tell you the green was blinding, 
that the late sunlight pushed through 
the vines and the hardwoods, 
bore their spirit forward, 
and where the trees broke, 
danced in the fields.
Behind me,
my mother would still be telling this story. 
Once I was nearly strangled, 
in a backyard cut out of the jungle 
around Osteen, Florida.
I would never remember 
the boy crouching over me, 
though I fought, at first, 
his weight on my throat.
Afterward, I didn’t know why he was angry,
and I’m not sure if he ran when he saw her.
I do remember that I stayed there,
still even when she shook me,
that a world had fallen cleanly,
and I saw through the green to the sky.
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The Migrant Worker’s Song
George and Naoma Ruth ran off 
in nineteen forty-eight, 
her just turned eighteen, and needing, 
him not sure she’d wait.
So, late in the year, when oranges hung 
thick in her family’s groves, 
before he really had anything saved, 
they got in a car and drove.
She’d never camped by the side of the road, 
drunk coffee out of tin, 
never followed the path of the harvest 
or worked with her father’s men.
But he knew all the highways well, 
the soil and crops and yields.
He took them out to California,
where they both went to work in the fields.
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Sightings
My sister Abby planned this trip through the US.
Last time I saw her was outside Lafayette.
From there she went west, but never got to the coast, 
met a street musician in Denver 
and lived with him in a tent until winter, 
when she took him back to our dad’s house in 
Opelousas. Of course Dad tried to stay out of it, 
but didn’t like this guy interrupting the road trip.
Someone down there taught them how to make soap, 
which they meant to sell all the way down the gulf coast, 
but they broke up just outside New Orleans, 
she drove him to Pensacola and left him, said 
she had to go vote. It was two days till the election.
We don’t know if he knew she was registered in Wisconsin.
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The Best Religion Is the One You Inherit
Mama stopped believing in God 
the same year we found that bar 
out in Manchac
where they serve free gumbo on Sundays.
It was Daddy made her stray.
Driving us out there once a week, 
he’d buy her a beer first thing 
then bring three bowls and tell me
Baby, when you finish you can play by the water, 
but watch you stay in sight.
So I spent my Sunday afternoons
in flowered shorts and flip-flops,
crouched on the gravel slope where they launch boats,
reaching out to catch minnows.
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Baby Girls
My father always really wanted children, maybe more than he wanted my mother. He 
always told her his children would come first. Given this, I don’t know how she could want 
kids, but they claim they both were trying, and there must be many reasons why she would 
have miscarriage after miscarriage.
For the first ten years of their marriage, they were childless, so my mother could go 
everywhere. She was the only woman ever to join my father and the other men on their 
hunting, fishing, and camping trips. They say she was funny and charming, kept the men 
laughing, and in the pictures from that time, she’s always smiling.
Eventually, though, they decided they’d have to find another way to get kids. All the 
family knew they were looking, and the family was large and widely scattered. At this time, 
Aunt Betty and her family were out in California, trying their luck as field hands.
One of the women out there had just had a baby girl, but the husband wouldn’t let 
the wife take care of her. They already had two sons, which the man considered useful, but 
to him a baby girl was nothing but a pointless expense. He would not allow any money to be 
spent on baby things -  clothes or furniture, extra blankets, extra food, nor would he allow 
the mother to stay home from the fields to watch the baby during the day. It’s true that this 
would have been a substantial loss of income. Taking the baby out pea picking was also 
impossible, so she stayed home alone, in one diaper all day, lying in the middle of a pink 
bedspread she still remembers. She wasn’t doing well, and her mother was afraid she would 
die. Aunt Betty heard there was a baby whose parents didn’t want her, and she went over to 
talk to the mother, who confided her fears, and Betty told the woman she knew someone 
who’d do anything to have a baby.
Betty called up my dad, asked if they still wanted a baby, and would a girl be okay. 
My father flew out to California, immediately, with $500 to pay the father, so there wouldn’t 
be any difficulty about taking this baby across the state line.
Betty also took in sewing, specializing in frilly baby dresses for special occasions. Her 
own daughters’ clothes were beautiful, which may have been why the woman opened up to 
her, or maybe she would have talked to anyone she thought might be able to help save the 
baby. They must have talked for a long time. Betty made the pitch, told the woman how 
much my parents wanted a daughter, and what good care they’d take of her.
It’s hard to imagine what the woman was thinking. We don’t really even know if she 
had wanted the girl, or how much risk there was for her in talking about it with Betty. Did 
she knowhow her husband would react to the plan? The only piece of information that 
remains is the single condition on which she agreed she would let the girl go. She asked Aunt 
Betty to sew her baby a dress, so that just once, she could see her looking nice. I imagine 
she’s ctying when she says this, and Betty cries too, and holds the woman tight. This must be 
the image she still carries - her little girl, thin, but clean and well dressed, as you would want 
a daughter to be, sitting on the pink bedspread, which the husband threw into the deal, right 
before my father took them both away -  baby and bedspread, bundled and held with the 
intense and awkward attention of a man who’s waited ten years for a child and thought he 
might never get one.
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This Is One of the Ways We Must Know That They Loved Us
It’s nineteen fifty-eight, back when Diane 
was an only child, standing blonde and diapered 
in front of a voluptuous Chrysler.
She’s squinting into the sun, which falls full on
my father’s flat brown stomach and chest,
his bright patterned shirt hanging open over
dirty work jeans. He has probably
been building houses, fixing trucks, or throwing hay,
but he’s smiling, leaning back, left thumb hooked in his belt,
right hand holding up by the rattle
a snake as long as he is, maybe 5’6”
and laughing like he spent all day on the water
and will dance all night yet with my mother.
She’s wearing white pedal pushers, 
standing on the other side of their daughter, 
her own blond curls falling forward 
as she stoops to reach the girl’s shoulder.
Her arms are long, muscular and bare.
She’s been a mother for almost a year
and likes it. Diane will remember this moment
forty-five years later. She’ll remember the snake’s head
close to her, its body stretched from the sky
to the ground, the sound of her father’s laughter
and her mother’s fingertips on her shoulder, low
smooth voice saying go on, touch it.
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